Introduction
Poverty reduction has made a comeback in the agenda of international development agencies in the early 1990s, after almost three decades of being on the back burner. 1 The unquestioned belief in the trickle-down model of development underlies the focus on market-oriented growth and global economic integration since the 1970s. As the benefits of economic liberalization have failed to assist the world's poorest populations, various forms of social movements challenge the Asian states to become more accountable and responsive to basic human needs. Many grassroots organizations and NGOs look everywhere but the state to bring change based on alternative development paradigms. Simultaneously, development practitioners within the interstices of international agencies, national governments and civil society have begun to move in various directions to bring about alternative forms of sustainable development.
The mantra of sustainable development has undergone modifications from its original formulation as the ability to meet current needs without sacrificing the welfare of future generations to include many variations promoted by non-state intermediaries and NGOs (Singh & Titi 1995) . At the core of these anti-development or alternative development discourses is the belief that the goals of human development would not be achieved unless extricated from the narrow lens of economic growth and economic interpretations of development. Human development therefore entails the elimination of conditions that produce poverty and related conditions of hunger, vulnerability, deprivation, violation of dignity, social isola-tion and powerlessness, that is, the path to sustainable poverty reduction.
The view of human development as the sine qua non of sustainable poverty reduction has already animated the thinking and activities of various state and non-state or civil society agents at the macro (national/international), meso (institutional) and micro (local/ programs/ projects) levels. However, the conditions under which sustainable poverty reduction could take place, remains relatively under-explained. Schneider (1999: 7), writing for the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), considers participatory governance as 'the missing link in poverty reduction'. Participatory governance refers to the involvement of different stakeholders, especially poor people, in decision-making processes, based on the tenets of accountability, transparency, rule of law and good and complete information, to guide decision-making outcomes. Good governance also requires 'the move from discussing "what poor people need" to what access to resources and political influence should low-income people have to allow them to ensure that their needs are met, their rights respected and their priorities addressed' (Editor's Introduction 1996: 4). Therefore, it is critical to examine the quality and outcomes of state-elite-civil society interactions in the course of governance of poor communities, particularly in the delivery of basic services.
Participatory governance is essentially about the empowerment of communities and grassroots organizations to enlarge their share of political and social power so that they can better control their lives. It is not so much the creation of competent government programs for the poor, but the creation of competent communities within the poor that matters in participatory governance. Joseph Stiglitz, former World Bank Chief Economist, introduces one of the Bank's participatory poverty assessments saying, 'we now need to expand our conceptions of poverty focusing on income, expenditure, education and health to include measures of voice and empowerment. That is the challenge that the poor make to us ' (Narayan et al. 2000: ix) . In their foreword to the same report, Clare Shorts, British Secretary of State for International Development and World Bank President James Wolfensohn, reiterated the book's emphasis on poor people's political perspectives. They noted the powerlessness of the poor to negotiate fair market prices, their experiences with corruption and lack of accountability; their own positions of irrelevance and the subjugation to abusive behaviour on the part of formal state institutions and certain NGOs (Narayan et al. 2000: ix) .
